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INTRODUCTION  by  Jim  Quay 


It  is  a  great  pleasure  to  introduce  "On  the  Waterfront"  to 
you.   I  myself  was  introduced  to  the  project  in  September  1983, 
shortly  after  becoming  executive  director  of  the  California 
Council  for  the  Humanities.   Both  the  Council  and  its  mission  of 
bringing  the  humanities  to  out-of-school  adults  were  relatively 
new  to  me  when  Judith  Dunning  came  to  my  office  to  talk  about  her 
proposal.   Ms.  Dunning  wanted  to  document  an  important  period  in 
the  life  of  the  Richmond,  California  waterfront,  but  she  didn't 
want  to  write  a  study  for  scholars.   Instead,  she  proposed  to 
interview  most  of  the  oldest  surviving  waterfront  figures, 
collect  historic  photographs  of  the  port  and  its  workers,  and  to 
create  from  these  an  exhibit  for  the  public.   Would  the  Council 
be  interested  in  supporting  such  a  project? 

Happily,  the  two  dozen  scholars  and  citizens  who  sat  on  the 
Council  then  were  interested  and,  convinced  of  the  project's 
importance,  voted  to  fund  Ms.  Dunning 's  proposal  in  early  1984. 
Six  years  later,  I  now  know  what  I  couldn't  have  known  then: 
that  "On  the  Waterfront"  had  all  the  features  of  a  typical  public 
humanities  project:   a  powerful  subject,  caring  scholars,  a 
resourceful  and  dedicated  project  director,  and  uncertain 
funding. 

You  can  appreciate  why  even  the  best  public  humanities 
project — and  "On  the  Waterfront"  is  one  of  the  best — doesn't 
easily  attract  funding.   In  a  state  focused  relentlessly  on  the 
future,  the  next  quarterly  statement,  the  next  development,  the 
value  of  such  a  project  doesn't  show  up  in  a  cost-benefit 
analysis.   Who  would  care  about  the  lives  of  Calif ornians  past? 
Who  would  care  about  a  waterfront  whose  boomtime  is  passed? 

The  answer  is:   thousands  of  people,  as  Judith's  project 
proved.   First  and  foremost,  Judith,  who  didn't  just  study 
Richmond,  but  moved  to  and  lived  in  Richmond.   Like  so  many 
project  directors,  she  gave  time  and  life  to  this  project  far 
beyond  the  amount  budgeted.   In  the  language  of  accounting  this 
is  called  "in-kind  contribution";  in  the  language  of  life  it's 
called  devotion.   Those  of  us  privileged  to  know  Judith  know  that 
the  project  both  exhausted  her  and  enriched  her,  and  she  has  won 
the  admiration  of  those  who  supported  her  and  the  affection  of 
those  she  has  interviewed  and  worked  with. 


After  Judith  came  a  handful  of  interested  scholars — historian 
Chuck  Wollenberg,  folklorist  Archie  Green,  and  oral  historian 
Willa  Baum — who  gave  their  time  and  expertise  to  the  project. 
Next,  a  handful  of  people  at  organizations  like  CCH,  Chevron  and 
Mechanics  Bank,  who  thought  enough  of  the  idea  to  fund  it. 
Finally,  eventually,  came  the  thousands  of  visitors  to  Richmond 
Festival  by  the  Bay  during  1985-87  and  saw  the  photographs  and 
read  the  excerpts  from  interviews  and  realized  that  they  too 
cared  about  these  people.   And  now,  you,  the  reader  of  these 
interviews,  have  an  opportunity  to  care. 

In  its  fifteen  years  of  supporting  efforts  to  bring  the 
humanities  to  the  out-of-school  public  in  California,  the  Council 
has  seen  two  great  themes  emerge  in  the  projects  it  funds: 
community  and  diversity.   "On  the  Waterfront"  embodies  both.   I 
think  such  projects  are  compelling  to  us  because  in  our  busy 
lives,  we  often  encounter  diversity  more  as  a  threat  than  as  a 
blessing,  and  community  more  as  an  absence  that  a  presence. 

"On  the  Waterfront"  gives  us  all  a  chance  to  experience  the 
blessings  of  diversity.   The  life  details  that  emerge  from  these 
pictures  and  voices  make  us  appreciate  how  much  the  people  of  the 
Richmond  waterfront  are  unlike  us,  how  much  attitudes,  economies, 
and  working  conditions  have  changed.   Yet  because  the  portraits 
are  so  personal  and  intimate,  we  can  also  recognize  the  ways  in 
which  they  are  like  us,  in  their  struggles,  their  uncertainties, 
their  pride,  and  their  fates.   What  seemed  like  difference 
becomes  part  of  a  greater  sense  of  who  "we"  are. 

In  the  lives  of  waterfront  people,  we  can  also  glimpse  how  a 
community  grew  and  waned.   Busy  with  our  own  lives,  we  often 
neglect  the  activities  that  knit  communities  together.   Judith 
Dunning 's  project  allows  us  to  see  what  we  are  losing  and  how 
communities  are  created  and  destroyed.   And  so,  "On  the 
Waterfront"  fulfills  the  oldest  promise  of  the  humanities:   that 
in  learning  about  others,  we  learn  about  ourselves.   For  the  gift 
of  these  twenty-six  lives,  we  can  thank  Judith  Dunning. 

Jim  Quay 

Executive  Director 

California  Council  for  the  Humanities 

March  2,  1990 

San  Francisco,  California 


PREFACE 


ORIGIN  OF  THE  PROJECT 


"On  the  Waterfront:   An  Oral  History  of  Richmond, 
California,"   began  in  1985.   Interviews  were  conducted 
with  twenty-six  Bay  Area  residents  including  early  Richmond 
families,  World  War  II  Kaiser  Shipyard  workers,  cannery 
workers,  fishermen,  and  whalers. 

I  was  first  attracted  to  this  shoreline  industrial  town 
located  sixteen  miles  northeast  of  San  Francisco  in  1982 
while  enrolled  in  a  documentary  photography  class.   For  ten 
weeks  I  concentrated  on  the  Richmond  waterfront,  often 
accompanying  the  crew  of  the  freighter  Komoku  on  its 
nightly  run  from  Richmond  to  C  &  H  Sugar  in  Crockett.   It 
was  then  that  I  began  to  hear  colorful  stories  of 
Richmond's  waterfront  and  the  City's  World  War  II  days. 

The  question  which  captivated  me  in  1982  and  still  does 
is — what  happened  to  Richmond  when  World  War  II  transformed 
this  quiet  working  class  town  into  a  2 4 -hour-day  industrial 
giant?  With  the  entry  of  the  Kaiser  Shipyard,  the  number 
of  employed  industrial  workers  skyrocketed  from  4 , 000  to 
100,000.   An  unprecedented  number  of  women  entered  the  work 
force.   The  shipyards  set  speed  and  production  records 
producing  one-fifth  of  the  nation's  Liberty  ships.   By  1945 
Richmond's  shipyards  had  launched  727  ships. 

There  were  other  enormous  changes.   During  the  wartime 
boom,  Richmond's  population  rose  from  23,000  to  125,000. 
The  ethnic  composition  of  Richmond  and  the  entire  Bay  Area 
changed  dramatically  with  the  influx  of  workers  recruited 
from  the  South  and  Midwest.   There  was  little  time  to 
provide  the  needed  schools  and  community  services.   Housing 
shortages  were  critical.   Twenty-four  thousand  units  of  war 
housing  were  built  but  they  were  soon  filled  to  capacity. 
People  were  living  in  make-shift  trailer  camps  along  the 
roadsides  and  the  all-night  movie  theaters  were  filled  with 
sleeping  shipyard  workers. 

James  Leiby,  professor  of  Social  Welfare  at  UC  Berkeley, 
called  Richmond  a  "spectacular"  case  of  urban  development. 
What  happened  to  other  communities  over  a  period  of  decades 
occurred  in  Richmond  in  a  few  years. 


Some  of  the  questions  I  wanted  to  explore  in  the 
interviews  were — who  were  these  newcomers  to  Richmond  and 
were  there  reasons,  beyond  the  promise  of  a  job,  which 
brought  them  in  steady  streams  by  trains,  buses,  and 
automobiles  hauling  make-shift  trailers?  And  was  this 
destination  of  Richmond,  California,  all  that  they  had 
imagined? 

Other  questions  were  just  as  compelling.   After  the  war 
ended  and  Kaiser  and  fifty-five  other  industries  moved  out 
of  Richmond,  leaving  this  new  population  suddenly 
unemployed,  what  made  people  stay?  And  for  those  who  left 
Richmond  and  returned  home  to  their  families  in  the  South 
and  Midwest,  what  made  them  come  back  to  Richmond  a  second 
time,  often  bringing  relatives  with  them? 

As  intrigued  as  I  was  by  this  new  population,  I  also 
wanted  to  know  how  Richmond  natives  experienced  these 
changes.   In  a  sense,  as  others  moved  in  to  find  new  homes 
in  Richmond,  the  longtime  residents  were  losing  their  once 
small  and  familiar  home  town. 

Initially,  I  tried  to  locate  people  who  were  living  and 
working  in  Richmond  before  the  World  War  II  boom.   They 
worked  in  the  canneries,  at  the  Chevron  Refinery,  or  made 
their  living  fishing  in  San  Pablo  Bay.   Most  of  these  first 
interviewees  were  California  natives,  born  and  raised  in 
Richmond.   But  the  majority  of  the  interviewees  for  this 
project  came  from  other  places — Texas,  Arkansas,  Oklahoma, 
Missouri,  Iowa,  Idaho,  Utah — all  to  start  a  new  life  in 
California.   Each  one  had  a  story  to  tell.   Armed  with  a 
tape  recorder,  a  camera,  and  lots  of  unanswered  questions, 
I  set  out  to  record  these  local  residents. 


INTERVIEW  SETTING 


With  few  exceptions,  the  initial  interview  took  place  at 
the  narrator's  home.   Because  I  was  recording  a  diverse 
group,  the  interview  setting  varied  dramatically.   One  day 
I  might  be  in  a  neighborhood  where  residents,  fearing  stray 
bullets,  keep  their  curtains  drawn  and  their  lights  dimmed. 
Another  day  I  would  be  in  a  home  with  a  sweeping  view  of 
the  bay,  built  by  a  former  cannery  owner  during  the 
Depression. 


When  possible,  I  recorded  additional  interviews  and 
photographed  at  locations  where  the  narrators  had  lived  or 
worked.   Some  of  these  included  the  former  Filice  and 
Perrelli  Canning  Company,  Ferry  Point,  Point  San  Pablo 
Yacht  Harbor,  and  the  last  remaining  World  War  II  shipyard 
structures. . .since  torn  down.   I  also  spent  many  days  off 
shore.   When  interviewing  Dominic  and  Tony  Ghio,  fishermen 
for  over  sixty  years,  I  accompanied  them  on  dawn  fishing 
trips  in  San  Pablo  Bay.   However,  following  a  turbulent 
twelve-hour  whale  watching  excursion  to  the  Farallon 
Islands  with  former  whaler  Pratt  Peterson,  I  vowed  to 
continue  my  research  on  land. 

When  I  asked  some  project  participants  to  give  me  a 
personalized  tour  of  Richmond  to  see  what  landmarks  were 
important  to  them,  all  too  often  I  was  shown  vacant  lots 
where  a  family  home,  church,  or  favorite  cafe  once  stood. 
The  downtown,  once  bustling  with  movie  theaters,  dance 
halls,  and  department  stores,  is  eerily  quiet  for  a  city  of 
82,000.   I  found  that  local  residents  are  still  angry  over 
the  loss  of  their  downtown  district  during  the  1960s 
redevelopment  era.   Longtime  residents  spoke  emotionally  of 
the  city  losing  its  center.   Hilltop  Mall,  built  on  the 
outskirts  of  town  and  accessible  by  automobile,  was  no 
substitute  for  a  shopping  district  in  the  middle  of  town. 
The  struggle  to  rebuild  the  downtown  and  to  attract  new 
businesses  is  an  ongoing  one  for  the  City  of  Richmond. 

After  the  interviewing  was  completed,  there  were  photo 
sessions  in  the  narrator's  homes  and  former  work  places,  as 
well  as  meetings  in  which  we  went  through  family  albums  and 
trunks.   Some  wonderful  photographs  and  the  stories  behind 
them  were  uncovered  during  this  process.   Copies  are 
included  in  the  individual  volumes. 


PUBLIC  USES  OF  THE  ORAL  HISTORIES 


From  the  early  stages  of  this  project,  both  the  text 
from  the  oral  histories  and  the  collection  of  photographs, 
have  been  used  in  community  events.   Examples  include  photo 
panels  and  maritime  demonstrations  at  Richmond's  Festival 
by  the  Bay,  1985,  1986,  and  1987;  and  Oakland's  Seafest 
'87.   An  exhibition,  "Fishermen  by  Trade:   On  San  Francisco 
Bay  with  the  Ghio  Brothers,"  produced  in  collaboration  with 
the  Richmond  Museum  in  1988,  was  developed  from  the  oral 
history  interviews  with  Dominic  and  Tony  Ghio. 


In  an  effort  to  present  the  oral  histories  to  the  public 
in  a  form  which  retained  the  language,  the  dialects,  and 
the  flavor  of  the  original  interviews,  I  wrote  "Boomtown," 
a  play  about  the  transformation  of  Richmond  during  World 
War  II.   "Boomtown"  was  produced  by  San  Francisco's  Tale 
Spinners  Theater  and  toured  Bay  Area  senior  centers, 
schools,  and  museums  in  1989. 

A  new  direction  for  the  oral  histories  is  in  the  field 
of  adult  literacy.   Nearly  fifty  years  after  the 
recruitment  of  men  and  women  from  the  rural  South  and 
Midwest  to  work  in  the  Kaiser  shipyards,  some  former 
shipyard  workers  and  many  of  their  descendents  are  enrolled 
in  LEAP,  Richmond's  adult  literacy  program,  where  the 
students  range  in  ages  from  16  to  85  and  are  70  percent 
black. 

Our  current  goal  is  to  make  a  shortened,  large  print 
version  of  the  oral  history  transcripts  for  use  by  adult 
literacy  students  and  tutors.   We  think  that  by  using  the 
true  stories  of  local  residents  as  literacy  text,  there 
will  be  an  additional  incentive  for  adults  learning  to 
read.   The  characters  in  the  oral  histories  are  often  their 
neighbors,  friends,  and  families  speaking  in  their  own 
words  on  such  topics  as  the  Dust  Bowl,  the  World  War  II 
migration  of  defense  workers,  waterfront  industries,  family 
and  community  life. 


THANKS 


"On  the  Waterfront"  project  has  had  many  diverse  layers, 
including  the  University  of  California,  the  advisory 
committee,  a  wide  range  of  financial  supporters,  and  of 
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time,  enthusiasm,  and  memories  to  this  project. 
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the  California  Council  for  the  Humanities,  who  has  been  a 
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kicking  off  the  campaign  for  matching  funds.  Jim  Quay's 
counsel  last  summer  set  in  motion  the  completion  of  the 
oral  histories  by  introducing  me  to  the  California  State 
Library  grant  programs. 


Bay  Area  historian  Chuck  Wollenberg  and  labor  folklorist 
Archie  Green  have  been  my  primary  advisors,  as  well  as 
mentors,  from  the  early  planning  stages.   Chuck  provided 
insight  into  how  Richmond's  transition  during  World  War  II 
fit  into  the  larger  picture  of  California  history.   Archie 
Green  reinforced  my  belief  that  as  chroniclers  of  history 
we  must  continue  to  document  the  lives  of  working  people. 

From  the  preliminary  research  to  the  completed  project, 
Kathleen  Rupley,  curator  of  the  Richmond  Museum,  has  been 
enormously  supportive.   Working  in  collaboration  with 
Kathleen,  and  Museum  staff  Paula  Hutton  and  Joan  Connolly 
on  the  "Fishermen  by  Trade"  exhibition  was  an  invigorating 
experience  as  well  as  an  excellent  example  of  how  two 
organizations  pooled  their  talents  and  resources  to  create 
a  popular  community  event. 

Stanley  Nystrom,  a  Museum  volunteer  and  lifelong 
Richmond  resident,  has  been  a  continuing  resource  to  me.   A 
local  history  buff,  with  a  great  sense  of  detail,  he 
assisted  me  often. 

Finally,  I  want  to  thank  Adelia  Lines  and  Emma  Clarke  of 
the  Richmond  Public  Library,  Sharon  Pastori  of  the  LEAP 
program,  and  Rhonda  Rios  Kravitz  and  Gary  Strong  of  the 
California  State  Library  for  their  support  in  making 
possible  the  completion  of  these  oral  history  volumes  and 
their  distribution  to  several  Bay  Area  public  libraries 
which  serve  minority  populations. 


CLOSING  THOUGHTS 


In  my  work  I  am  most  interested  in  recording  the  stories 
of  people  who  are  undocumented  in  history  and  who  are 
unlikely  to  leave  written  records  behind.   For  me,  the 
strength  of  this  project  has  been  seeing  the  transformation 
in  how  the  interviewees  view  their  relationship  to  history. 
They  came  a  long  way  from  our  first  contact  when  a  typical 
response  to  my  request  for  an  interview  was,  "Why  do  you 
want  to  interview  me?"  or  "What's  important  about  my  life?" 
And  "Why  Richmond?"   With  some  encouragement,  many  became 
actively  involved  in  the  research  and  the  collection  of 
photographs,  and  began  recommending  others  to  be 
interviewed.   "On  the  Waterfront:   An  Oral  History  of 
Richmond,  California,"  became  their  project,  with  a  life  of 
its  own. 


This  set  of  oral  histories  is  by  no  means  the  whole 
story  of  Richmond.   It  is  one  piece  of  its  history  and  one 
effort  to  generate  community-based  literature.   I  hope  that 
it  will  encourage  others  to  record  the  stories,  the  songs, 
and  the  traditions  of  our  community  members.   They  have  a 
lot  to  teach  us. 


Judith  K.  Dunning 
Project  Director 


September  1990 

Regional  Oral  History  Office 
Room  486  The  Bancroft  Library 
University  of  California 
Berkeley,  California 


INTERVIEW  HISTORY 
Lucille  Preston 


Lucille  Preston's  story  was  tape-recorded  during  one 
evening  interview  in  1985.   My  late  friend  and  neighbor, 
Cleophas  Brown,  accompanied  me  to  her  North  Richmond  home. 
When  I  arrived  Mrs.  Preston  told  me  that  she  had  been  up  since 
5  a.m.,  weeding  her  rose  garden  and  babysitting  her  two-year- 
old  grandson. 

Mrs.  Preston's  interview  tells  a  dramatic  story  of 
relocating  to  Richmond  during  World  War  II.   In  1942,  Lucille 
Preston  set  out  on  a  train  from  Mississippi  to  California  to 
join  her  husband,  Willie  Preston,  who  was  working  in  Richmond's 
Kaiser  shipyards.   She  was  eight  months  pregnant  with  her  sixth 
child,  carrying  a  year-old  baby  in  her  arms,  and  had  four  small 
children  hanging  on  to  her  skirt.   The  trains  were  so  packed 
with  people  enroute  to  California  to  find  jobs  that  Mrs. 
Preston  had  to  stand  up  all  the  way  from  El  Paso,  Texas  to 
Richmond.   She  did  not  eat  or  sleep  for  two  days. 

Shortly  after  her  arrival  in  Richmond  and  six  weeks  after 
the  birth  of  her  baby,  Mrs.  Preston  started  working  as  a  welder 
in  the  Kaiser  shipyards.   She  was  employed  until  the  shipyards 
closed  in  1945.   For  the  next  twenty  years  she  worked  as  a 
press  operator  at  Treasure  Island.   Mrs.  Preston  worked  the 
graveyard  shift  since  it  gave  her  time  to  be  with  her  children 
and  do  the  household  chores  during  the  day. 

This  is  part  of  Lucille  Preston's  story.   Because  of 
limited  funding,  we  were  unable  to  do  a  full-length  interview 
or  to  include  photographs.   I  hope  that  a  family  member  or 
friend  will  record  more  interviews  with  her  and  will  sort 
through  an  attic  of  family  photographs.   As  a  mother  of  eight 
sons  and  three  daughters,  a  lifelong  worker,  and  a  community 
college  graduate  at  age  sixty-four,  Mrs.  Preston  has  more  to 
tell  us.   Lucille  Preston,  who  recently  celebrated  her  seventy- 
seventh  birthday,  is  still  an  active  member  of  the  North 
Richmond  Baptist  Church. 

Judith  K.  Dunning 
Project  Director 

May  1992 
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Family  Background:   Clarkesdale.  Mississippi 
[Interview  1:   May  16,  1985] ## 

Dunning:  What  is  your  full  name? 

Preston:  Lucille  Preston. 

Dunning:  What  year  were  you  born? 

Preston:  1915,  the  fourth  month,  the  fourth  day.   April  4. 

Dunning:  Where  were  you  born? 

Preston:  I  was  born  in  Clarkesdale.  It's  right  out  from 
Memphis,  Tennessee.  Clarkesdale,  Mississippi  is  right 
across  the  border  from  Memphis,  Tennessee. 

Dunning:  How  about  your  parents.  Do  you  know  where  they  were 
born? 

Preston:  Well,  I  really  don't  know  because  my  mother  died  when 
I  was  four  years  old,  and  my  father  died  when  I  was 
three.  My  grandmother  raised  me.  No  sisters  or 
brothers.  No  older  sisters.  No  sisters  or  brothers, 
period,  to  tell  me  anything. 


##This  symbol  indicates  that  a  tape  or  segment  of  a 
tape  has  begun  or  ended. 


Dunning:   So  you  were  an  only  child? 
Preston:   An  only  child,  yes. 

Recollections  of  Parents  and  Grandparents 
Dunning:   Did  you  ever  know  your  grandparents? 

Preston:  Yes.  My  mother's  mother,  she's  the  one  that  raised 
me. 

Dunning:   What  was  her  name? 

Preston:   Her  name  was  Marty  McKinley. 

Dunning:   Do  you  know  where  she  came  from?  What  state? 

Preston:  I  imagine  Mississippi.  That's  the  only  thing  I've 
ever  known. 

Dunning:  Did  she  ever  talk  about  what  it  was  like  when  she  was 
a  young  child? 

Preston:  No,  I  can't  remember  her  saying  too  much  about  what 
it  was  for  a  child.  They  lived  on  plantations  where 
they  raised  cotton  and  corn,  you  know,  farmed.  So 
that's  mostly  what  I  know.  Then  they  worked  in  the 
richer  people's  homes,  the  white  people,  and  did 
domestic  work. 

Dunning:  I  wonder  if  she  talked  about  how  things  were  different 
when  you  were  little  as  opposed  to  when  she  was 
younger . 


Preston:  Well,  in  the  southern  part  I  guess  it  all  was  just 
about  the  same  then.  Like  you  didn't  get  a  chance  to 
go  to  school  very  long  because  you  had  to  stop  and 
work  and  help  your  parents,  or  whatever.  Kids  now  can 
go  nine  months  in  a  year,  which  is  beautiful.  But  I 
don't  think  they  got  a  chance  to  go  that  long.  Fact 
is,  I  didn't  myself  because  my  parents  were  dead,  and 
my  grandmother  was  ill  when  I  was  very  young,  so  I  had 
to  work  and  help  her. 


Dunning:   Could  you  describe  your  grandmother  for  me? 

Preston:  Yes.  Number  one,  she  was  a  beautiful  person.  Her 
color  was  dark,  and  she  had  nice  long  hair.  She  was 
a  very  nice  person.  She  was  very  good  to  me.  She 
always  told  me  when  I  was  little  to  learn  how  to  work 
and  earn  my  own  living.  I  guess  that's  why  I'm 
working  so  hard  now. 

This  is  what  the  older  people  used  to  say,  "Don't 
depend  on  your  husband  too  much.  Be  nice  to  him  and 
treat  him  nice,  but  you  always  help  yourself."  So  slie 
gave  me  a  lot  of  good  encouragement,  things  to  do,  and 
how  to  do  it.  I  found  out  that's  true  in  a  lot  of  the 
young  people's  lives  now. 

Dunning:  Do  you  think  she  tried  to  instill  an  independence  in 
you? 

Preston:  Yes.  That's  mainly  what  it  was.  Which  I  thought  was 
good. 


Dunning:   So  were  you  the  only  child  that  was  being  raised  by 
her? 


Preston:  No,  I  had  one  of  my  aunts,  who  is  living  now.  She's 
in  Greenville,  Mississippi  right  now.  I  visit  her 
once  a  year  when  I  go  on  vacation.  Then  I  had  an 
uncle,  her  son,  Robert  McKinley.  He  died,  though,  a 
few  years  ago.  Those  were  the  only  two  she  had 
besides  my  mother,  and  she  died  when  I  was  young.  In 
fact,  my  mother  died  when  she  was  twenty-eight  years 
old.  She  died  on  her  birthday. 

My  daddy  was  real  mean  to  her.  I  think  that's 
the  reason  my  grandmother  told  me  how  to  do.  My 
grandmother  said  my  father,  when  I  was  five  or  six 
months  old,  used  to  just  pick  me  up  and  spank  me  until 
I  turned  red  all  over.  And  he  treated  my  mother  so 
bad.  I  was  a  little  girl,  about  four  years  old,  in 
bed  sick  with  the  measles.  She  was  on  the  way  to  the 
store  to  get  lemons  and  make  hot  tea  for  me.  She 
dropped  dead. 

Dunning:   Was  it  a  heart  attack? 

Preston:  Yes.  When  the  doctor  got  there  she  was  just  about 
dead.  They  said  it  was  a  heart  attack.  She  worried 
so  much  about  how  he  treated  her,  and  me,  and  I  was 
the  only  child. 

Dunning:   Did  your  father  die  soon  after  that? 
Preston:   Yes,  he  did. 
Dunning:   What  did  he  die  of? 


Preston:  I  don't  know.  See,  they  were  separated  at  that  point. 
When  she  got  to  the  place  she  couldn't  stand  it 
anymore,  she  left  and  came  back  to  my  grandmother.  I 
think  that's  why  I  was  there  and  was  raised  by  her. 
I  don't  know.  It  may  be  his  fast  life,  or  whatever. 

Dunning:  What  about  your  grandfather.  Was  he  living  with  your 
grandmother  at  the  time? 

Preston:  Yes,  he  was.  And  he  died,  too,  before  my  grandmother 
did.  He  was  living  with  her. 

Dunning:   What  was  your  grandfather  like? 

Preston:  Well,  he  was  really  a  very  nice  man.  He  was  so  funny. 
I  was  laughing  to  my  son  Jim.  Jim  picks  up  on  every 
little  funny  thing  I  say.  He  used  to  go  around  the 
house  looking  for  his  pipe  and  have  it  in  his  mouth, 
smoking.  He  was  a  real  nice  old  mam,  too. 

Dunning:   What  was  his  name? 

Preston:  His  name  was  Louis  McKinley.  I  have  a  son  named  for 
him. 

Dunning:  Do  your  remember  a  typical  day  for  your  grandmother 
when  you  were  living  with  her,  things  that  you 
remember  her  doing  the  most? 


Preston:  One  thing,  I  often  think  about  that  now,  and  just 
think  about  how  blessed  and  fortunate  we  are.  She 
would  wash,  just  like  her  wash  days,  and  she  had  a 
great  big  old  iron  pot.  She  used  to  sit  out  in  the 


yard  and  she  would  just  take  it  where  they  cut  wood, 
and  sweep  chips  and  things  up  around  it.  Then  she 
would  go  carry.  She  had  to  carry  water  a  distance. 
There  wasn't  water  right  there. 

I  remember  well.  I  was  real  small.  She  used  to 
put  a  container  in  each  hand,  and  then  she  would  have 
one  on  her  head,  and  carry  that.  I  thought  that  was 
the  funniest  thing.  After  I  got  older  I  realized  how 
sad  it  was.  She  had  to  do  that.  That  was  the  only 
way  that  she  could  survive. 

Dunning:   That  was  real  hard  manual  labor. 

Preston:  Wasn't  that  hard  manual  labor?  But  anyway,  she  was 
awfully  nice  to  me.  She  treated  me  so  good.  She  told 
me  to  be  sure,  like  I  said,  to  have  my  independence. 
When  I  got  married  it  continued.  My  husband  is  very 
nice.  But  I  always  still  worked,  because  I  always 
thought  about  what  she  told  me  because  you  never  know 
what  will  happen  in  life. 


Early  Education  in  Church  Schools 


Dunning:  Could  you  tell  me  a  little  bit  about  your  schooling, 
some  of  the  schools  that  you  went  to  in  Mississippi? 

Preston:  That's  the  thing  about  it,  there  wasn't  too  much 
schooling.  In  fact,  at  that  time  the  Negroes  went  to 
school  in  the  church  houses.  This  is  where  most  of 
them  had  to  go  to  school . 

Dunning:   You  mean  the  school  was  affiliated  with  the  church? 


Preston:  Right.  It  was  affiliated  with  the  church.  This  is 
where  the  regular  school  was.  The  white  people  had 
school,  but  the  Negroes  and  the  white  weren't  going 
to  school  together  when  I  was  there,  when  I  was  small. 
After  Dr.  King  everything  straightened  out,  but  not  at 
that  time.  So  we  went  in  the  church  house.  We  had 
some  good  teachers  though,  there.  But  I  didn't  get 
the  chance  to  go  very  long  because  I  had  to  go  to  work 
to  help.  My  grandfather  was  ill  and  was  old.  When  I 
got  large  enough  to  do  any  kind  of  work,  I  used  to 
work.  I  reckon  that's  why  I'm  such  a  good  cook  now. 
I  did  a  lot  of  cooking  and  washing  and  cleaning  up  and 
doing  things  for  people. 


First  Job  Working  on  the  Plantation 

Dunning:   How  old  were  you  when  you  first  started  working? 
Preston:   I  guess  I  was  twelve  or  thirteen  years  old. 
Dunning:   It  probably  seems  like  forever. 

Preston:  Yes.  It  does,  really.  Ever  since  then  I've  been 
working  and  doing  something  to  earn  some  money  for 
myself. 

Dunning:  Can  you  tell  me  anything  about  the  first  job  that  you 
had  and  how  you  happened  to  get  it? 

Preston:   What,  before?   In  Mississippi? 
Dunning:   Yes.   When  you  were  twelve  or  thirteen. 
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Preston:  I  was  baby  sitting.  I  remember  that  very  well.  It 
was  somebody  that  owned  a  plantation.  A  lot  of  the 
white  people  owned  big  plantations.  They  were  very 
wealthy,  you  know.  And  then  I  was  baby  sitting.  From 
then  on  I  started  doing  the  whole  cooking,  and  serving 
dinners,  and  parties,  and  working  regular  like  that 
every  day. 

Then  my  husband — you  didn't  ask  me  about  him. 
I'll  let  him  tell  that.   He  was  there. 


Marriage  and  Family  Life 

Dunning:  No,  it's  okay.  You  can  talk  about  him.  His  name  is 
William? 

Preston:  Willie.  His  name  is  Willie.  His  mother  and  father 
lived  on  a  plantation,  too.  His  father  worked  for 
these  rich  people  where  I  was  working.  I  think  that's 
the  way  I  met  him.  This  man  raised  him.  He  had  one 
son.  His  name  was  John.  Then  he  raised  Willie  right 
in  his  house  with  him.  We  married  in  his  house. 

Dunning:   Were  you  married  pretty  young? 
Preston:   Yes,  very  young. 


Dunning:   How  young? 

Preston:  Pretty  young.  Well,  my  oldest  child  is  fifty  years 
old,  so  you  know  we  married  young.  In  fact,  he's 
fifty-two.  He  will  be  in  July. 


Dunning:  That's  unbelievable.  What's  the  age  range  among  your 
children?  How  old  is  the  youngest? 

Preston:  The  youngest  one,  he's  about  thirty-two.  The  oldest 
one  is  fifty-two.  Let  me  see,  Ron  was  born  in  '52, 
so  he's  thirty-three,  isn't  he.  Yes. 

Dunning:   And  he's  the  baby  of  the  family? 

Preston:  He's  the  baby  of  the  family.  But  most  of  them  are 
eighteen  months  apart. 

Dunning:   And  you  had  a  total  of  how  many? 

Preston:   Fifteen. 

Dunning:   You  mentioned  you  had  eight  sons. 

Preston:  I  had  eight  sons,  and  the  ninth  boy  died  at  nine 
months  old.  I  have  eight  sons  living  now,  and  three 
daughters.  And  I  guess  about  twenty-three  grand 
children. 

Dunning:  That's  pretty  amazing.  Particularly,  for  your 
generation  of  children  growing  up,  that  must  seem 
unbelievable  to  have  such  a  large  family. 

Preston:   Yes.   A  lot  of  people,  they're  always  so  surprised. 
First  thing  they  ask  me,  "Are  you  Catholic?"  [laughs] 
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Thoughts  on  Housework 

Dunning:  Going  back  a  little  bit  to  your  childhood,  did  you 
have  special  household  chores  as  a  child,  things  that 
you  were  expected  to  do? 

Preston:  When  I  was  old  enough,  like  say  eleven  or  twelve  years 
old,  I  did  everything  because  my  grandmother  was  older 
and  she  wasn't  able  to  do  too  much.  I  used  to  have  to 
do  the  shopping.  She  would  mostly  do  the  washing,  and 
I  would  do  the  ironing.  I  reckon  that's  why  I'm  such 
a  beautiful  ironer  now.  You  should  see  some  shirts  I 
iron.  I  would  clean  the  kitchen,  and  cook,  and  I 
would  go  to  the  store  for  her,  to  help  her  with  the 
groceries. 


Dunning: 


So,  most  everything  I  did.  In  fact,  the  thing 
is  I  love  to  do  it  now.  I'm  glad,  in  a  way,  that  I 
did  it.  I  had  to  do  that.  I'm  very  happy  that  I  know 
how  to  do  it,  because  I  have  some  kids  that  are  so 
lazy,  some  daughters.  They  can't  cook  or  clean  or  do 
anything. 

Well,  did  you  try  to  instill  those  things  in  your 
children? 


Preston:   Sure  I  did.   I  did  everything. 


Dunning:   What  happened? 

Preston:  Sometimes  they  would  cry,  and  I  don't  know  what.  They 
just  wouldn't  do  it.  Kids  these  days,  they  just  won't 
do  things  like  that,  even  the  older  ones.  One  of  my 
daughters  lives  in  Oakland,  the  oldest  daughter. 
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She's  a  very  good  cook.  And  she  likes  to  clean,  and 
cook,  too.  And  then  my  baby  daughter — I  keep  her  ten- 
month-old  little  baby — she's  a  very  good  cook. 

But  I  think  that  most  of  them,  when  they  go  to 
school,  go  to  college  and  have  good  educations,  they 
don't  think  they  should  have  to  do  that.  That's  the 
difference.  But  I  don't  care  what  kind  of  job  you've 
got  or  how  much  you  make,  I  think  you  should  know 
something  about  that  too.  This  is  my  belief,  but  they 
say  that's  silly,  you  don't  have  to  do  that. 

It's  like  Linda,  the  baby  girl,  when  she  was 
twenty-seven  she  had  her  second  masters.  All  of  them 
went  to  college.  In  fact,  most  all  of  my  kids  did, 
and  got  good  jobs,  and  are  doing  okay.  But  I  still 
think  it's  necessary  to  know  how  to  clean  and  cook  and 
do  all  these  things.  You  never  know. 

Dunning:   A  real  practical  skill. 

Preston:  Sure.  And  then  even  if  you  have  somebody  to  come  in 
and  do  it  for  you,  you  should  know  whether  they  did 
it  right.  My  husband,  all  the  time,  he  always  tells 
me,  he  says,  "If  your  leg  hurts  you  too  bad,  I  can 
always  pay  somebody  to  do  it."  I  had  one  lady  come 
here  and  do  it,  but  she  didn't  do  it  to  suit  me. 


Dunning:   It  didn't  suit  you? 

Preston:  No.  Instead  of  cleaning  this,  she  just  wiped  around, 
and  I  didn't  appreciate  that.  He's  so  good  about 
that,  but  I  still  think  you  should  know  how  to  do 
that. 
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Dunning:  When  you  were  young,  did  you  have  a  certain  idea  of 
what  your  life  would  be  like,  or  a  vision  of  what  it 
would  be  like  for  you  in  the  future? 

Preston:  Well,  you  know  what,  it's  strange.  A  lot  of  my 
friends  criticize  me  about  that  now.  When  I  was 
young,  you  see,  I  worked  around  these  people  with  nice 
homes,  and  nice  cars,  and  nice  clothes,  and  everything 
nice  and  clean,  and  I  always  wanted  to  do  that.  I 
always  wanted  to  have  a  nice  house.  But  I  had  too 
many  kids  for  my  husband  and  I  to  go  up  and  have  a 
nice  house  like  I  wanted.  We  couldn't  afford  it  at 
that  time.  When  they  got  too  old,  it  wasn't  necessary 
when  they  were  out  of  school,  to  move.  But  I  always 
wanted  to  have  nice  clothes.  [chimes  interrupt  talk] 

Dunning:  You  were  saying  that,  after  working  in  a  lot  of  fancy 
houses,  you  wanted  one  yourself. 


Preston:  Yes,  I  always  did.  It  was  my  dream.  You  know  how 
everything  is  so  nice  and  convenient.  It's  a  pleasure 
to  be  in  a  nice  clean  place.  So  I  always  was  hoping 
that  I  would.  My  husband  and  I  worked  so  hard  and 
long  in  the  shipyard,  we  probably  could  have  done  it, 
but  then  the  babies  came  so  fast  and  they're  so 
expensive  that  we  just  couldn't. 

And,  after  they  grew  up,  we  tried  to  put  them 
through  school.  In  fact,  we  were  very  blessed  to  be 
able  to  do  it.  My  husband  always  said,  "You  can  stay 
here  until  you're  fifty  years  old  if  you  go  to 
school."  This  is  all  he  wanted.  He  said,  "One  thing 
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about  it.  If  you  get  it  up  there  in  your  head,  nobody 
can  take  that.   No  matter  who." 


Move  to  Richmond.  1942 

Train  Ride  from  Mississippi  to  Richmond 

Dunning:  Let  me  go  back  a  little  bit.  You  just  mentioned  the 
shipyards,  and  that's  one  of  the  reasons  I'm 
interviewing  you.  I'm  curious  to  find  out  how  you 
first  learned  about  the  jobs  in  Richmond  and  how  you 
happened  to  come  here. 

Preston:  It  was  in  '42.  My  husband  just  came  home  one  evening 
and  said  that  there  was  work  in  Richmond,  California, 
in  the  shipyards.  "They're  opening  up  the  Kaiser 
Shipyard,  and  I  would  like  to  go." 

So  I  said,  "Why  sure."   So  he  just  came  on  out. 

Then  they  were  building  some  government 
apartments  for  the  shipyard  workers  over  in  South 
Richmond,  and  he  said,  "When  I'm  able  to  get  a  house 
for  you,  I'll  send  for  you."  So  he  did,  and  we  just 
came  out. 


Dunning:   How  many  children  did  you  have  at  that  point? 

Preston:  I  think  Larry  was  the  first  one  born  here.  He  was 
born  in  '43.  So  that  means  I  had  Willie — it's  all 
right  if  I  go  back  like  that? — Marie,  and  Ophelia  is 
three,  and  John,  four,  and  Jim  was  a  baby.  Five.  I 
think  Jim  was  just  walking.  He  wasn't  walking,  but  I 
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had  to  carry  him  because  the  trains  were  so  full  of 
the  people  coining  out  to  California.  And  I  was  about 
eight  months  pregnant  with  Larry.  I  had  to  stand  up 
on  the  train.  You  couldn't  get  a  seat.  I  had  to 
stand  up  on  the  train. 

Dunning:   Mississippi  to  where? 

Preston:  To  Richmond.  Well,  I'll  tell  you,  we  changed  trains 
in  El  Paso,  Texas.  People  had  been  in  El  Paso  for 
weeks  trying  to  get  out  to  come  to  California.  I 
always  liked  to  make  friends  with  people,  so  I  guess 
this  conductor,  whoever  he  was  working  on  the  train, 
he  walked  up  to  me  and  said,  "Where  are  you  trying  to 
go  ma'am?" 

All  the  other  little  kids  had  hold  of  my  dress, 
and  Jim  was  in  my  arms,  and  I  was  pregnant  with  Larry. 
I  said,  "I'm  trying  to  get  to  Richmond,  California. 
My  husband  sent  for  me.  He  said  don't  send  him  a 
telegram  for  him  to  meet  me  until  I  know  I'm  on  the 
train  that's  going  to  take  me  there." 

The  conductor  said,  "When  we  start  calling  off 
the  trains  to  the  different  places,  if  you  can  get 
through  with  all  those  babies,  just  follow  me.  I 
can't  just  carry  you  on  account  of  there  were  other 
people  here  before  you."  He  said,  "I'm  going  to  put 
you  on  there . " 

I  said,  "Well,  I  assure  you  I  will." 


So  Willie,  the  oldest  one  was  there.   He  was  a 
little  bitty  little  boy.   He  said,  "I'll  help  you 
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•Cille."  I  was  so  young  when  all  of  them  were  born, 
they  all  called  me  'Cille  except  for  two.  It's  just 
two  that  call  me  Mother.  You  know  that  Jim  calls  me 
'Cille.  Everyone  calls  me  'Cille  but  the  two  babies. 

Then  the  conductor  called  me,  I  just  don't  know 
how — it  was  God.  God  helped  me  to  get  on  the  train. 
I  had  to  stand  up  on  the  train  from  El  Paso,  Texas  to 
Richmond. 

Dunning:   That's  unbelievable. 

Preston:  Eight  months  pregnant,  and  with  Jim  in  my  arms  a 
little  baby. 

Dunning:   How  long  was  that  trip  from  El  Paso  to  Richmond? 

Preston:  The  train  was  so  slow.  It  would  stop.  It  must  have 
been  almost  two  days. 

Dunning:   So  you  didn't  get  any  sleep  or  anything? 
Preston:   No.   Not  any  rest,  any  sleep,  anything. 
Dunning:   What  about  the  children? 

Preston:  They  didn't.  Down  there  on  the  floor  between  the 
compartments  some  people  were  so  nice  they  let  them 
just  sit  there.  They  kind  of  napped  there. 

Dunning:   What  did  you  do  for  food? 

Preston:  They  had  little  sandwiches  and  things  on  the  train, 
and  we  bought  them.  And  whenever  they  would  stop  at 
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a  place,  somebody  would  be  going  out  and  I  would  give 
them  money  to  bring  me  something  for  the  kids.  I 
don't  think  I  ate  anything. 

Dunning:   That's  unbelievable. 

Preston:   That's  a  book  within  itself,  isn't  it? 

Dunning:  Absolutely.  There's  a  movie  right  there.  Can  you 
tell  me  anything  about  the  other  people  on  the  train? 
Were  they  mostly  from  the  South? 

Preston:  Yes,  really.  They  were  mostly  from  the  South. 
Different  places  like  Tennessee,  Mississippi  and 
Louisiana.  They  wanted  to  migrate  when  they  heard 
about  the  shipyard  and  the  money  they  were  making. 
Quite  naturally,  everybody  would  like  to  better  their 
condition  if  they  can  get  better  jobs.  Both  white  and 
colored  would  go. 


Dunning:  I  was  going  to  ask  you  that  because  I  know  some  of  the 
trains  were  segregated,  but  I  had  heard  some  stories 
that  when  people  reached  New  Mexico  the  trains  were 
integrated. 

Preston:  Yes,  they  were.  We  didn't  have  no  problem.  I  didn't 
have  any  problem  from  El  Paso.  I  still  say  God  just 
was  on  my  side. 

Dunning:   Well,  someone  had  to  be  with  all  those  babies. 

Preston:  Yes.  Sure,  that's  true.  My  husband  even  asks  me. 
He  says,  "How  did  you  do  that?"  Then  I  had  to  send 
him  a  telegram  off  the  train  for  him  to  meet  me  at 
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what  time,  when  they  really  found  out  what  time  the 
train  would  arrive  in  Richmond.  He  said,  "Oh,  I  can't 
believe  that.  But  knowing  you,  you  would  do  it." 

Dunning:   One  determined  woman. 
Preston:   Sure.   Always  have  been. 

Dunning:  Did  you  leave  your  house  in  Mississippi?  Were  you 
selling  it,  or  did  you  take  anything  with  you  besides 
the  children? 

Preston:  Well  you  see,  my  grandmother  was  still  living,  and  I 
left  everything  with  her.  She  died  since  I've  been 
here.  I  just  left  everything  with  her.  I  never  did 
go  back.  When  she  died  I  was  pregnant  again  so  that 
I  couldn't  go  back  to  see  her  buried,  but  I  did  what 
I  could.  The  fact  had  been  that  I  sent  for  her  to 
come  here  several  times  after  I  was  here,  but  she 
didn't  want  to  leave.  Some  of  the  older  people  didn't 
want  to  leave,  you  know. 

When  she  died  I  just  sent  money  back  there  for 
my  aunt.  I  told  you  her  daughter  was  still  there,  and 
there  were  different  ones  to  help  with  her,  but  I 
never  did  go  back.  Everything  I  had  there,  they  have 
it. 


Dunning:  When  you  left  Mississippi  in  '42  to  come  to  Richmond, 
did  you  feel  like  this  was  the  last  time  you  would  be 
living  in  Mississippi,  or  did  you  think  it  was  kind  of 
a  temporary  move? 
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Preston:  No,  I  felt  like  it  would  be  the  last  time.  One  of  the 
reasons  I  did,  like  I  said,  these  rich  white  people 
raised  my  husband,  so  we  married  in  their  house.  Mr. 
Parkinson  died.  We  wouldn't  have  been  here  now  if 
that  hadn't  happened.  He  went  to  Johns  Hopkins 
Hospital,  in  Baltimore,  Maryland,  and  died,  the  man 
did.  He  was  just  like  a  father  for  Willie. 

Dunning:   The  man  who  raised  Willy? 

Preston:  Raised  my  husband,  yes.  The  fact  had  been  that  his 
name  was  Parkinson,  and  everybody  there  in  Mississipi 
now,  and  whenever  they  see  him,  they  call  Willie, 
"Bill  Parkinson."  They  don't  call  him  Preston  because 
this  man  raised  him.  His  son  was  just  like  his 
brother.  In  fact,  his  son  came  to  San  Francisco  not 
too  long  ago  and  called  me,  and  said,  "Lucille,  is  my 
brother  there?" 


I  said,  "No  John,  he  isn't  here  right  now,  but 
why  don't  you  come  on  over.  He's  at  work." 

After  Mr.  Parkinson  died,  Willie  didn't  have  any 
determination  to  go  back  to  Mississippi.  So  we  hadn't 
planned  to  go  back  at  all.  He  treated  us  so  good. 
Some  of  the  people,  my  friends  now,  say,  "You  know, 
you  had  a  hard  time  in  the  South."  But  we  didn't 
because  we  were  between  these  two  wealthy  people  that 
liked  us,  and  we  worked  for  them. 

If  I  needed  anything,  all  I  had  to  do  was  go  to 
Mr.  Parkinson  and  tell  him  that  the  kids  didn't  have 
something  I  needed.  He  would  say,  "Well  Lucille,  you 
know  you  can  get  anything  you  want." 
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Dunning:   You  would  go  to  Mr.  Parkinson? 


Preston:   Yes. 


Dunning:   How  soon  after  your  husband  did  you  arrive 
Richmond? 


in 


Preston:  I  guess  it  must  have  been  about  six  months,  because 
he  was  waiting  to  get  a  government  apartment  for  the 
people  who  were  working  in  the  shipyards.  Having  a 
family,  people  didn't  like  to  rent  you  places.  I 
guess  it's  that  way  now — with  small  children.  So  he 
had  to  wait  to  get  one.  He  had  put  in  for  one.  They 
weren't  even  through  building  them  when  he  put  in  for 
it.  The  minute  it  was  complete  and  he  could  move  in, 
then  he  sent  for  us.  So  maybe  it  was  about  six 
months.  Of  course,  they  were  building  real  fast. 
They  knew  they  weren't  going  to  stay  there  forever. 
They  tore  them  down,  I  think. 

Dunning:  Did  you  have  much  contact  with  your  husband  while  he 
was  in  Richmond  and  you  were  still  in  Mississippi?  . 

Preston:   Oh  yes. 

Dunning:   Did  you  ever  save  any  of  the  letters? 

Preston:  Yes,  I  sure  did.  I  probably  don't  know  where  they  are 
now,  I've  got  so  many  things.  Yes,  I've  saved  them 
all.  And  he  would  call  me,  and  I  would  call  him. 


Dunning:   Do  you  recall  his  first  reactions  to  Richmond? 
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Preston:  Yes.  He  drove  his  car.  When  he  got  here  he  called 
me  and  told  me  that  he  got  here  safe.  He  lived  right 
down  on  Market  Street  just  a  block  from  here.  This  is 
Silver  Avenue. 

He  lived  there  with  a  preacher  and  his  wife, 
Reverend  Turner.  When  he  called  me  back  he  said  he 
had  to  put  in  for  one  of  the  houses  because  these 
people  didn't  want  no  kids  living  with  them.  He  said 
as  soon  as  he  could  get  it  he  would  send  for  me.  So 
he  did.  He  said  he  hoped  I  would  be  able  to  come,  the 
trains  were  so  full  with  everybody  coming,  you  know. 
I  was  fortunate  enough  to  be  able  to  get  here. 


First  Impressions  of  Richmond 


Dunning:   What  was  it  like  when  you  arrived  here? 


Preston:   Oh! 

Dunning:   Arriving  at  the  station  with  your  five  children, 

having  had  no  sleep- 
Preston:  Arriving  at  the  station,  and  Willie  met  us,  and  he  was 
so  happy.  I  was  changing  the  kids'  clothes  on  the 
train.  They  were  that  small.  I  just  had  a  big  bag  of 
dirty  clothes.  In  the  new  buildings,  what  they  built 
for  the  people  who  worked  in  the  shipyards,  they  had 
little  washhouses  out  in  the  back  with  washing 
machines  and  dryers.  I  went  right  on  to  the  washhouse 
instead  of  going  to  sleep,  and  washed  up  the  kid's 
clothes.  I  can  never  forget  that.  I  don't  see  how  I 
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Dunning 


did  it,  honestly.   God  is  sure  with  me.   That  was  a 
job.   Willie  was  so  happy  to  see  us. 

Were  you  able  to  go  right  into  the  housing?   It  was 
all  done? 


Preston:  Yes,  it  was  all  done  when  I  got  here.  My  husband  had 
moved  in.  He  had  went  and  bought  furniture  first.  It 
had  beds  and  everything  in  there. 

Dunning:   Did  they  come  furnished? 

Preston:  I  think  they  did.  I'm  sure  that's  what  happened. 
They  had  the  real  necessities.  They  had  cooking 
stoves  and  beds  and  things.  I'm  sure  they  came 
furnished.  Of  course,  I  don't  remember  moving  the 
furniture  out  when  we  left. 

Dunning:   How  did  it  seem  to  you? 

Preston:  It  seemed  nice,  real  good.  I  liked  it.  I  enjoyed  it 
very  much,  and  I  was  happy  to  get  here  with  my  family. 
Larry  was  born  in  August.  I  think  I  went  to  welding 
in  the  shipyard  when  he  was  three  months  old.  All 
night  long.  In  the  rain.  Sometimes  I  would  be  so 
wet. 


A  Welder  in  the  Shipyard 

Dunning:   Did  you  know  when  you  arrived  here  that  you  would  be 
working  in  the  shipyards  too? 


Preston:   Yes. 
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Dunning:   Did  you  apply  almost  as  soon  as  Larry  was  born? 

Preston:  Almost  as  soon  as  Larry  was  born.  I  think  about  a 
month.  Willie  took  me  down  to  the  employment  office. 
It  was  down  on  Nevin,  a  block  off  of  Macdonald. 
Willie  took  me  down  there  to  apply.  They  said  that 
they  wanted  welders,  female  welders.  They  were  hiring 
them  then,  and  right  then.  I  guess  I  went  to  work 
when  Larry  was  about  six  weeks  old,  I'm  sure. 

Dunning:   How  did  you  arrange  for  child  care? 

Preston:  What  happened,  Willie  was  welding,  and  he  worked  swing 
shift.  The  fact  had  been  that  Willie  worked  two  jobs. 
He  was  working  two  when  I  got  here. 

Dunning:   Working  two  in  the  shipyards? 

Preston:  No.  He  worked  in  Berkeley  on  Dwight  Way.  He  was 
working  there  in  the  mornings. 

Dunning:   What  was  he  doing  there? 

Preston:  Working  in  a  laundry.  Then  he  would  come  home  at 
twelve  o'clock.  I  think  it  was  two  o'clock  he  went 
into  the  shipyard  and  worked  until  about  eleven  at 
night.  I  would  be  home  all  day  and  I  would  go  to  work 
at  eleven.  I  used  to  walk  to  work.  I  lived  on  South 
Twenty- fourth  Street,  right  over  there.  I  used  to 
walk.  The  shipyard,  Shipyard  Number  Two,  was  right 
close  to  where  I  was  living. 
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Dunning:   What  street  was  that  on,  Shipyard  Number  Two? 
wasn't  on  Tenth?   It  wasn't  that  far  down? 


It 


Preston:  No,  it  wasn't  on  Tenth.  No,  it  wasn't  that  far  down. 
You  see,  the  boats  were  out  in  the  Bay  then.  I  can't 
remember.  Willie  would  know  all  about  that.  You  see, 
I  was  working  on  what  they  called  the  outfitting  dock. 
This  way  the  ship  was  already  built  and  was  in  the 
water.  We  were  finishing  them  up.  They  were  all  out 
in  the  Bay  and  we  were  finishing  them  up.  That  was 
the  type  of  welding  I  was  doing.  But  Willie  was  a 
union  metal  welder.  He  was  putting  them  together.  He 
was  working  swing  shift  and  I  was  working  graveyard 
shift. 


Working  the  Graveyard  Shift 

Dunning:   Did  it  take  a  while  to  get  used  to  the  graveyard 
shift? 

Preston:   No.   I  loved  it. 
Dunning:   Really? 


Preston:   I  loved  the  graveyard  shift. 


Dunning:   I  want  to  hear  why. 

Preston:  Number  one,  I  had  small  children,  and  I  could  be  home 
for  them  all  day,  cook,  wash,  and  iron  for  them.  If 
I  came  home  in  the  morning  at  seven-thirty,  then  I 
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would  start  right  on  into — some  of  them  were  old 
enough  to  go  to  school  at  that  time,  four  or  five 
years  old.  Then  I  could  cook  dinner  and  have 
everything  ready. 

It  never  did  take  over  four  or  five  hours  sleep 
to  do  me.  If  I  would  go  to  sleep  about  two  o'clock  or 
maybe  later,  and  sleep  until  ten  o'clock  at  night, 
then  I  would  get  up,  and  by  the  time  I  would  get  up 
and  get  dressed  to  go  to  the  shipyard  Willie  was  home. 
Then  if  some  of  the  children  had  to  go  to  the  doctor 
or  the  dentist  or  whatever,  I  was  at  home  in  the 
morning  to  take  them. 

Dunning:   You  were  really  working  two  jobs. 
Preston:   I  was. 


Dunning:   At  least. 

Preston:  At  least  or  more.  When  you  work  in  the  house  you  are 
working  a  big  job.  I  loved  that.  The  fact  had  been 
that  when  I  had  my  hip  operated  on  I  was  working  in 
the  hospital.  I  was  working  graveyard  shift  there. 
For  ten  years  I  worked  there. 

Dunning:   Really?   On  graveyard  shift? 

Preston:   Yes.   I  loved  it. 

Dunning:   That's  amazing.   Well,  it's  good  that  you  loved  it. 

Preston:  You  know,  it  was  convenient  for  me  with  the  family. 
This  is  what  you  have  to  think  about  things  that  are 
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convenient  for  you.  I  could  be  home  during  the  day, 
and  if  I  go  to  sleep  at  four  o'clock.  Just  like 
Willie.  Right  now  he  never  goes  to  bed  until  one. 
But  anytime  after  one  or  two  o'clock  he  sleeps  until 
he  got  ready  to  go  to  work.  Like  I  say,  he  would 
never  be  available.  He  sits  up  here  and  watches 
stories  and  everything  else  on  T.V.  until  about  twelve 
o'clock,  and  then  at  one  o'clock  he  goes  to  bed.  And 
then  he  sleeps  to  nine  o'clock. 

Dunning:   And  then  he  goes  to  work  after  that? 

Preston:  Yes.  Well,  he  leaves  here  about  nine-thirty.  He 
could  leave  later  than  that,  but  he  rides  BART  over. 
He  drives  a  car  to  the  BART  station  because  he  says 
the  parking  facilities  over  there  in  the  city  are  so 
bad.  He  got  a  couple  of  tickets  over  there  so  he 
just — 

Dunning:   That  convinced  him? 


Preston 


Yes. 
him. 


He  just  rides  the  BART.   It's  convenient  for 


Shipyard  Training  Program 

Dunning:  Well,  it  seems  like  you've  both  adjusted  your 
schedule.  In  the  shipyard,  did  you  go  through  a 
training  program  as  a  welder? 

Preston:  Yes.  I  went  to  school  while  I  was  working  in  the 
shipyard. 
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Dunning:   Could  you  tell  me  about  that? 

Preston:  Yes.  Well,  they  had  the  welders  they  had  to  train 
just  like  any  other  school.  We  had  to  take  a  test 
they  called  a  certified  welding  test,  an  ABS  test,  it 
says. 

Dunning:   ABS?   What  does  that  stand  for? 
Preston:   I  don't  know. 


Dunning:   Okay. 

Preston:  Yes.  I  don't  know  either.  When  you  had  passed  that 
test  it  just  said  ABS.  This  is  what  it  said.  I  think 
I  have  my  card  now,  that  I  used  to  carry  in  my  wallet. 
It  would  say  ABS  certified  welder.  This  is  what  it 
would  say. 

We  had  to  do  vertical  work.  That  means  like  in 
the  corners,  vertical  welding.  Overhead  welding,  and 
flat  welding.  You  know,  down  flat.  If  you  passed 
that  test  you  could  become  a  certified  welder — six 
weeks  after  I  was  in  the  shipyard,  I  took  the  test. 
Otherwise,  you  had  to  wait  six  months  before  you  would 
be  a  certified  welder.  But  if  you  could  go  take  the 
te^t  and  pass  it,  then  you  could  get  the  same  pay  as 
other  certified  welders.  So  I  went  down  to  the  school 
and  took  it,  and  I  passed  it. 

Dunning:   How  long  was  the  school  program? 
Preston:   About  six  weeks. 
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Dunning:  Was  it  on-the-job  training,  or  was  it  separate?  Was 
it  before  you  actually  started? 

Preston:  No,  no,  no.  It  was  on-the-job  training.  You  would 
get  hired  and  most  of  the  people  would  take  the  test. 
If  you  passed  the  test,  then  you  would  get  the  rating 
and  the  wages  that  the  people  who  had  been  there  a 
long  time  get. 

I  always  did  reach  for  the  stars  in  anything.  So 
I  went  to  take  the  test,  and  I  passed  it.  I  was  going 
to  get  the  rating.  The  men  and  women  would  get  the 
same  thing,  so  they  all  had  to  pass  the  test  to  get 
that  rating. 

Dunning:  Could  you  tell  me  about  a  typical  day  for  you  in  the 
shipyard,  your  schedule,  what  it  would  be  like?  You 
mentioned  that  you  would  go  to  work  on  the  graveyard 
shift.  I  wondered  what  the  routine  was  like. 

Preston:  We  would  have  to  punch  the  time  clock  at  eleven- 
thirty.  I  would  leave  home  about  eleven-fifteen.  As 
I  said,  I  lived  so  close  that  I  would  walk  down  there. 
Then  we  would  have  to  go  and  get  our  own  welding 
lines.  I'm  sure  you  don't  know  what  that  is,  but  it 
looks  just  like  water  hose,  these  welding  lines.  I 
would  have  to  have  two,  one  on  one  shoulder  and  one  on 
the  other,  and  I  would  have  to  climb  up  a  ladder  or  go 
down  in  a  hold  on  a  ladder  and  carry  those  on  my 
shoulders. 


Dunning:   How  long  would  they  be? 
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Preston:  I  guess  about  fifty-feet  long,  or  whatever.  But  they 
would  be  real  long  and  heavy,  and  I  had  to  carry  them 
down  there.  And  then  I  had  a  welding  torch  and  I  had 
leathers. 


Special  Protective  Clothing 
Dunning:   Protective  clothing? 

Preston:  Yes.  The  uniforms  would  always  be  leather.  Leather 
jacket,  and  leather  pants,  and  the  hood,  the  welding 
hood.  Have  you  ever  seen  those? 

Dunning:   Yes,  I  have. 

Preston:   You  had  to  have  one  of  those. 

Dunning:   How  about  shoes? 

Preston:  Well,  I  had  special  shoes  to  work  in,  and  I  had  to 
have  gloves  because  the  fire  would  have  burned  up  my 
hands  if  I  didn't  have  them. 

Dunning:  So  there  was  like  an  asbestos  layer? 

Preston:  Right. 

Dunning:  Were  your  shoes  metal  tipped,  or  just  really  heavy? 

Preston:  Just  heavy  boots,  lace-up. 

Dunning:  Like  construction  boots? 


29 


Preston:   Yes,  right. 

Dunning:   Would  you  wear  overalls  under  all  of  it,  or  jeans? 

Preston:  Yes.  I  would  have  jeans  under  it.  Jeans,  and  shirts, 
and  sweaters,  according  to  how  the  weather  would  be, 
to  keep  me  warm,  and  all  this  outside  clothing  would 
be  leather. 

Dunning:  What  about  your  hair?  Did  you  have  to  tie  all  your 
hair  back? 

Preston:  Yes.  I  would  wear  a  scarf  on  my  head  and  put  my 
welding  hat  on  top  of  that.  Sometimes  I  would  have  a 
little  cap  to  fit  on  over  that.  It  was  well 
protected. 

Dunning:   Do  you  have  any  pictures  of  yourself  in  that  uniform? 

Preston:  I'm  sure  I  do.  I've  got  so  much  stuff.  Sometime  I'll 
get  it  out  and  then  I'll  let  you  see  it,  okay?  I  got 

a  little  room  upstairs  with  nothing  but even  when  my 

son   was   in   the   service   overseas letters   and 

pictures.   I  just  have  so  much. 

Dunning:   Especially  with  such  a  large  family. 


Preston:   Oh,  yes. 

Dunning:   So  you  would  put  all  your  uniform  on  and  get  your 
torch.   What  next? 

Preston:   Then  we  would  go  down  and  we  would  start  working  about 
twelve  o'clock.   It  would  take  us  from  eleven-thirty 
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when  we  punched  the  time  clocks  to  get  everything 
together,  and  we  would  start  working  about  twelve.  I 
was  welding  most  for  the  shipfitters.  I  don't  know  if 
you're  familiar  with  what  that  is,  but  you  see, 
mechanics  were  building  the  ships  and  they  would  have 
to  have  pieces  welded  together.  They  would  just  tell 
me  what  to  do. 

Sometimes  they  would  come  and  ask  our  welder 
leaderman,  our  welder  supervisor,  and  say,  "I  want 
Lucille  Preston  to  weld  for  me.  She's  a  good  welder." 
Then  the  shipfitter  would  carry  my  lines  where  he 
wanted  me  to  go.  The  mailman  that  comes  by  here  was 
one  of  the  shipfitters  that  I  used  to  weld  with.  He 
belonged  to  my  church  also. 

Then  I  would  go  and  weld,  and  I  would  just  sit 
there  until  he  would  give  me  a  piece  of  tin  or 
whatever  he  was  working  on  the  ship,  and  say,  "Weld 
this  together  for  me." 

I  would  be  teased  a  lot.  He  would  say,  "You  know 
one  thing  Lucille?  Some  of  those  things  you  weld — 
that  boat  is  going  to  sink."  [laughs]  But  in  a  way 
we  had  a  lot  of  fun,  and  I  really  enjoyed  it. 

Dunning:  Did  the  leaderman  test  all  the  things  that  you  had 
welded  as  you  did  the  work,  like  try  to  pour  water 
through  it  or  whatever? 


Preston:   No,  not  that  I  ever  saw, 


Dunning:   Not  in  front  of  you? 
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Preston:  Not  in  front  of  me  at  least.  That's  true.  The 
particular  ship  I  was  working  on,  everybody  that  was 
welding  was  welding  something  like  that. 

Dunning:   You  were  doing  a  very  specific  kind  of  welding? 

Preston:  Just  like  this  house  is  built  and  you  can  put  the 
finishing  touch  on  it.  You  know  what  I  mean. 
Everybody  at  that  particular  yard  was  doing  that. 
That  was  Shipyard  Number  Two. 

Dunning:  So  you  really  got  to  see  the  ships  almost  at 
completion? 

Preston:  Right.  I  used  to  have  to  go  out  on  it.  We  would  have 
to  go  out  in  the  water  on  the  ship.  The  ship  was 
floating  while  we  were  on  there  welding.  So  it  was 
really  fun.  I  really  enjoyed  it. 

Dunning:  Do  you  recall  about  how  many  different  ships  you 
worked  on? 


Preston:  That's  one  thing  I  didn't  keep  up  on,  but  there  were 
quite  a  few.  I  know  that  sometimes  when  the  Liberty 
ships  come  over  to  San  Francisco,  I  would  get  a  letter 
to  come  over  and  go  out  on  some  of  them.  Jim  said, 
"Well,  I'll  go  with  you  'Cille,  and  be  your  guest." 
You  know,  they  have  lunch.  I  got  a  letter  not  long 
ago. 

I  always  get  letters  when  those  ships  come  in 
town.  But  there  were  so  many  ships.  They  were  going 
so  fast.  They  were  almost  completed  when  we  started 
working  on  them.  Maybe  every  day  or  two  they  were 
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being  completed  because  so  many  people  were  working  on 
them.  It  wouldn't  take  no  time,  they  were  finishing 
them  so  fast  then. 

Dunning:  Did  you  stay  in  that  particular  job  the  whole  time  you 
were  in  the  shipyards? 

Preston:   Yes. 

Dunning:   In  that  same  yard? 

Preston:  In  that  same  yard,  yes.  And  when  they  started  laying 
off  female  welders,  they  laid  them  all  off  and  changed 
a  few  of  them  to  day  shift.  I  happened  to  be  one  of 
the  ones  who  they  put  on  days.  They  closed  down  the 
graveyard. 


Postwar  Work  at  Treasure  Island 
Dunning:   What  year  was  this?  Right  before  the  war  ended? 

Preston:  Yes.  That's  right,  because  I  went  to  work  on  Treasure 
Island  right  after  we  were  completely  through  in  the 
shipyards.  I  stayed  there  for  twenty  years. 

Dunning:  How  did  you  make  that  transition  from  Richmond  to 
Treasure  Island? 

Preston:   How  did  I  make  it?   I  drove. 
Dunning:   But  I  mean,  how  did  you  get  that  job? 
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Preston:  When  the  shipyard  closed  down,  especially  completely 
for  all  the  female  welders — you  know,  they  had  a  few 
men  left — I  just  went  and  applied. 

Dunning:   Was  this  with  the  Navy? 

Preston:  Yes.  But  it  wasn't  on  a  ship.  It  was  just  working  on 
something  on  the  base. 

Dunning:   As  a  civilian,  or  did  you — ? 

Preston:   As  a  civilian,  yes. 

Dunning:   Could  you  have  joined  the  Navy  at  that  point? 

Preston:  I  don't  know.  I  doubt  it.  I  never  did  try.  I  never 
did  try,  but  I  just  worked  as  a  civilian. 

Dunning:   What  was  your  job? 

Preston:  I  was  a  press  operator  for  all  the  big  officers, 
lieutenants  and  all  the  big  people  who  are  on  Treasure 
Island.  We  prepared  their  beautiful  uniforms  and 
shirts  that  they  wear  out  in  public.  Everything  was 
pressed  and  starched.  That's  the  department  that  I 
worked  in . 

Dunning:   How  did  that  seem  after  welding  on  these  huge  ships? 

Preston:  I  tell  you  what.  When  I  came  out  of  the  shipyards,  at 
the  employment  office  they  wanted  to  send  me  to  Mare 
Island  for  an  ABS  welder,  but  I  wouldn't  go. 

Dunning:   Why? 


34 


Preston:  Because  I  was  about  eight  or  nine  months  pregnant 
again.  They  wanted  me  to  go  out  to  Mare  Island.  My 
son,  the  oldest  one,  he's  a  superintendent  at  Mare 
Island,  over  at  shop  eleven. 

Dunning:   He  is  now? 

Preston:  Yes.  He's  a  superintendent  there,  Willie.  He's  been 
there  for  almost  thirty-five  years.  He  said,  "You 
should  have  went  on  there.  You  could  have  still  been 
there." 

I  said,  "No.   I  didn't  want  to  go."   Of  course, 
I  was  pregnant,  you  know. 


But  I  went  to  draw  my  unemployment  when  I  came 
out  of  the  shipyard,  before  I  went  to  Treasure  Island, 
and  on  my  papers  I  had  to  say  the  skill  that  I  was 
doing,  a  welder.  They  said,  "Well,  they  want  female 
welders  at  Mare  Island,  Mrs.  Preston.  We  can  send  you 
there."  And  then  I  just  didn't  go.  I  was  pregnant. 

Dunning:   Do  you  think  it  was  because  you  were  pregnant? 

Preston:   Yes.   That's  the  only  reason.   I  would  have  gone  if  I 
hadn't  been  pregnant. 

Dunning:   Did  you  actually  enjoy  the  welding? 

Preston:   Oh,  I  loved  it.   My  kids  laugh  at  me  sometimes  now. 
You  know,  I  enjoy  most  everything  I  do. 


Dunning: 
Preston: 
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Some  people  get  so  tired  out  and  just  so  tired  of 
working.  A  lot  of  my  kids  complain  about  they're 
going  to  stop  working,  they're  going  to  do  that.  But 
it  never  bothered  me  because  I  enjoy  it.  In  fact,  I 
don't  do  too  many  things  that  I  don't  enjoy  doing. 

That's  a  good  policy. 
Sure,  it  is.   It's  true. 


Dunning:  Did  you  work  almost  immediately  over  at  Treasure 
Island,  or  did  you  wait  until  the  next  baby  was  born? 

Preston:   I  waited  until  that  baby  was  born. 
Dunning:   Was  that  number  six,  or  seven. 

Preston:  Which  one  was  that?  That  was  Ray.  That  must  have 
been  number  six,  I  think. 

Dunning:  Okay.  You  didn't  have  any  more  children  while  you 
were  working  at  the  Richmond  shipyard? 

Preston:  No.  What  happened  was  I  went  to  Stanford  Hospital  in 
San  Francisco  when  he  was  born,  and  when  I  was  going 
over  to  the  hospital  I  went  by  the  employment  office 
on  my  way,  and  put  in  for  my  unemployment.  This  is 
when  they  wanted  to  send  me  to  Mare  Island.  I  just 
wouldn't  go  because  the  baby  was  born  so  shortly  after 
that.  When  I  came  back  from  the  hospital,  with  the 
baby  three  days  old,  I  stopped  there  and  picked  up  my 
check. 


Dunning:   You  weren't  wasting  any  time. 
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Preston 


Dunning 
Preston 


A  lot  of  people,  until  they  really  know  it  or  know  me, 
they  don't  believe  all  these  things,  but  it's  really 
true.  On  my  way  back  from  the  hospital  with  the  baby, 
somebody  was  in  the  car  holding  the  baby  and  I  went  by 
the  employment  office  and  picked  up  my  check.  Then, 
when  he  was  a  few  weeks  old  I  went  to  Treasure  Island. 

And  you  started  working  there? 

Yes.  I  sure  did.  And  I  worked  there  for  twenty 
years. 


Arranging  Childcare 

Dunning:   Was  your  husband  still  on  a  different  shift? 
wondering  about  arranging  for  childcare. 


I  was 


Preston:  My  husband  was  on  day  shift  then,  but  I  had  a  baby 
sitter  at  that  time.  In  fact,  it  was  my  neighbor 
across  the  street.  She  calls  all  of  my  little 
grandbabies  now  her  grandbabies.  She  was  taking  care 
of  them.  I  had  three  at  one  time  I  had  to  take  to  a 
baby  sitter.  They  were  eighteen  months  apart,  so  they 
were  too  young  to  go  to  school  then. 

One  of  them  I  got  in  school  then,  Larry.  I  got 
him  in  school  when  he  was  four  years  old  but  because 
he's  kind  of  smart  and  he  was  big.  When  the  teachers 
found  out  how  old  he  was — I  don't  know  how  they  found 
out — they  sent  me  a  letter  that  said  they  found  out 
Larry  wasn't  old  enough  to  go  to  school  then,  but 
because  he  was  so  smart,  and  he  kept  up,  they  weren't 
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going  to  put  him  back.  It  looked  like  everything 
worked  out  good  for  me.  He  graduated  from  high  school 
at  sixteen,  earlier  than  any  of  them  did.  I  got  him 
in  earlier  because  I  didn't  have  anybody  to  keep  him. 


Residing  in  North  Richmond 

Dunning:  Where  did  you  live  in  Richmond  after  the  war  housing? 

Preston:  Right  over  here. 

Dunning:  In  North  Richmond? 

Preston:  Yes. 

Dunning:  On  Silver  Avenue? 

Preston:  Yes,  sure  did. 

Dunning:  In  the  same  house? 

Preston:   Well,  it  was  a  little  house.  My  husband  tore  it  down 
and  built  this  house. 


Dunning:  Did  you  have  much  opportunity  to  find  another  place 
after  you  had  to  leave  war  housing?  I'm  just 
wondering  how  much  notice  they  gave  you. 

Preston:  Yes.  The  fact  had  been  that  they  didn't  give  us  any 
notice.  I  tell  you  what,  my  husband  had  bought  a 
house  and  he  had  had  it  rented  out  to  some  friends.  We 
could  have  moved — we  didn't  have  to  move.  My  husband 
was  working  in  Berkeley  at  the  time,  and  he  was  going 
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to  buy  a  house  there.  They  said,  "Why  don't  you  buy 
the  house  from  me."  The  fact  of  it  was  that  they 
built  a  service  station,  and  they  wanted  Willie  to  go 
in  with  them  and  help  them. 

He  said,  "No,  we're  friends,  and  when  you  go  in 
with  people  like  that,  sometimes  you  lose  the 
friendship  in  business." 

He  said,  "Well,  Willie,  I  know  you  and  Lucille 
are  working  and  have  the  money.  Why  don't  you  buy  my 
house?  That  will  give  me  enough  money  to  put  up  the 
station."  The  station's  right  down  there  now  on 
Filbert. 

Willie  said,  "Well,  we'll  do  that  if  Lucille 
wants  to  do  it . " 

So  this  is  what  happened.  This  is  why  we're 
here.  Otherwise,  he  was  working  in  Berkeley  on  Dwight 
Way,  as  I  told  you,  and  there  was  a  house  there  he  was 
planning  on  buying. 

But  they  never  did  put  us  out  because  we  left 
before  they  tore  the  government  homes  down. 

Dunning:   Was  this  neighborhood  different  at  that  time? 

Preston:   Yes. 

Dunning:   Can  you  tell  me  what  it  looked  like? 


39 


Preston:  Yes.  I  think  there  was  one  house  on  the  corner  there, 
a  big  house.  They  tore  it  down.  The  drapes  are 
closed  and  you  can't  see  it. 

Dunning:   That  would  be  on  the  corner  of  Silver  and  Castro? 

Preston:  No,  Silver  and  Third.  Right  there  on  the  corner.  I 
think  there  were  one  or  two  on  Market  Street  where  I 
told  you  Willie  lived  when  he  first  came  here.  But 
none  of  the  other  houses  were  around  here.  I  think 
only  three  or  four  were  around  here.  And  the  busses 
weren't  coming  out  here  at  the  time.  It  was  so  much 
different. 

Dunning:   How  did  you  get  around? 

Preston:  Well,  a  lot  of  times  I  walked  to  downtown  Richmond  to 
catch  the  bus. 

Dunning:   That's  a  good  few  miles,  isn't  it? 


Preston:  Yes.  But  I'll  tell  you  what,  a  long  time  after  the 
busses  were  running,  they  were  running  so  slow  when 
they  first  started  running  I  would  walk  anyway. 

Dunning:   You  would  get  there  faster? 

Preston:  Oh,  yes.  I  would  get  there  faster  than  with  the 
busses  because  they  were  just  playing  around.  They 
just  weren't  on  any  schedules  at  all  for  a  long  time. 
So  I  would  walk  anyway.  And  my  kids  always  walked  to 
school,  to  Richmond  High  School.  They  always  loved  to 
walk.  Jim  used  to  walk  all  the  time.  He  always  loved 
that.  Most  of  my  kids  walked,  so  we  did  a  lot  of 
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walking.   When  I  could  walk  good  I  did  a  lot  of 
walking.   I  used  to  walk  to  the  grocery  store. 

Dunning:   What  kind  of  grocery  stores  were  around  at  that  time? 

Preston:  There  was  some  little  stores  on  the  corner.  There  was 
a  little  store  down  there  on  the  corner.  It  was  a 
black  man  who  owned  it.  But  he  didn't  have  enough 
money  to  buy  the  right  kind  of  food  and  stuff.  It 
wasn't  any  good. 


Dunning: 
Preston: 


But  I  would  walk  across  the  tracks  over  there  to 
where — you  know  where  the  Food  Bowl  is?  I  would  walk 
across  the  tracks  over  there  to  that  store.  I  never 
did  go  to  these  little  stores  because  they  didn't  have 
enough  money  to  buy  the  right  kind  of  food.  Like  I 
said,  going  back  to  the  things  when  I  had  been  used  to 
good  food,  and  cooking  the  right  kind  of  food.  I 
believe  in  that  for  my  kids  anyhow,  so  they  can  be 
healthy. 

So  I  would  walk  for  miles.  At  that  time,  most  of 
the  time,  we  had  just  one  car  and  my  husband  would.be 
going  to  work  in  that.  If  I  would  be  home  then  I 
would  just  walk  and  get  what  I  wanted. 

How  did  you  carry  everything  home? 

I  would  take  some  of  the  little  boys  with  me.  Willie, 
the  one  that  I  told  you  is  at  Mare  Island  now,  and 
different  ones,  they  said,  "I'll  go  with  you  'Cille." 

I  said,  "Come  on."  We  would  go  and  we  would  get 
a  little  bag  and  we  would  bring  it.  Sometimes  they 
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would  ride  their  little  bikes  if  they  had  them,  and  we 
would  put  the  little  bag  across  the  bikes,  and  I  would 
walk  and  they  would  ride  along  with  me. 

Dunning:   It  must  have  been  quite  an  excursion. 

Preston:  It  was.  You  can  do  a  lot  of  things  if  you  try.  I 
think  a  lot  of  people,  they  don't  do  so  much  because 
they  don't  even  try.  And  with  God,  all  things  are 
possible  anyway. 


North  Richmond  Baptist  Church 

Work  in  the  Sunday  School  and  the  Mission 

Dunning:   It  seems  like  your  church  is  very  important. 

Preston:   Very  important.   Yes. 

Dunning:  Could  you  talk  about  that,  particularly  what  church  it 
is  that  you're  associated  with? 

Preston:  Yes.  It's  North  Richmond  Baptist  Church.  If  you  came 
down  3rd  Street  here  you  probably  passed  it,  a  big 
church . 


Dunning:  Yes.  In  fact,  it  looked  like  there  was  some  activity 
going  on  right  now. 

Preston:  It  is.  We  have  a  Sunday  school  and  BTU  [Bible 
Teachers  Union]  District  Congress  here,  Baptist.  It's 
going  on  all  the  week.  I  baked  a  cake  the  other 
morning  and  sent  it  down  there  for  them.  We  have  that 
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going  on  all  this  week.  I  don't  get  the  chance  to  go 
much  during  nights  in  the  week.  But  every  Sunday  I'm 
in  Sunday  school  at  nine  o'clock.  Then  I  stay  on  for 
their  ten-thirty  service  which  leaves  out  about  one. 
Then,  sometimes  I  don't  feel  like  going  back.  Since 
I'm  getting  older  now  in  my  leg,  sometimes  I  just  stay 
home  and  rest.  Then  I  have  a  lot  of  faith  in  God  and 
am  very  religious.  My  church  is  the  Baptist  church. 
I  work  in  the  mission  department.  I  work  in  the 
Sunday  school  and  the  mission  department. 

My  part  in  the  mission  I  do,  I  take  cakes  to 
young  people  in  the  Juvenile  Hall  in  Martinez,  believe 
it  or  not.  I  even  take  those  babies  up  there  with  me 
and  put  them  in  the  car.  I  think  I  had  seventeen 
cakes  last  month  to  take  up  there. 

Dunning:   You  didn't  make  all  these  cakes? 


Preston:  No.  Some  of  the  people  in  the  church  helped  me  to 
make  them.  Next  month  I'm  going  up  to  Juvenile  Hall 
again.  I  go  every  three  months. 

Yes,  I  go  to  Martinez  with  them.  That's  the  part 
of  the  mission  that  I  affiliate  with.  We  do  different 
things.  We  raise  money,  too,  to  send.  I  think  our 
mission  raised  $1,000  to  send  to  Africa  last  month. 
Then,  every  month  we  raise  money  to  give  to  this 
little  place  on  Macdonald.  What  is  it? 

Dunning:   The  Rescue  Mission? 

Preston:  Yes.  Every  month  we  pay.  There's  quite  a  few  of  us 
there.  We've  got  quite  a  big  membership,  and  we  pay 
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them  like  two  dollars  or  three  dollars  apiece,  and 
sometimes  we  send  $300  or  $400  a  month  to  the  Rescue 
Mission.  That's  the  part  I  work  in  too. 

But  me,  myself,  that's  the  part  that  I  do  by 
myself,  is  take  the  cakes  to  the  Juvenile  Hall.  And 
I  see  the  boys  and  girls  and  talk  to  them.  I  go  up 
there  in  June  and  March,  like  that.  I  won't  go  back 
again  until  November.  I  try  to  take  enough  cakes  up 
there  for  them  to  last.  It's  supposed  to  be  for  their 
birthdays. 


Dunning:   So  they  just  have  a  big  freezer  there? 
the  cakes? 


They  freeze 


Preston:  Yes.  They  tell  me  when  they  see  me  coming.  They 
freeze  them.  In  December  I  always  go  up  there  and 
take  cakes  to  them  for  the  Christmas  holidays.  And  we 
take  clothes.  If  anybody  has  clothes  they  don't  want 
to  wear  we  take  them  to  the  Rescue  Mission  and  we  take 
them  to  Martinez.  We  take  baby  clothes,  too,  because 
so  many  girls  up  there  have  babies  and  are  unwedded. 
In  December  you  should  see  the  boxes  of  clothes  and 
things  we  take,  and  shoes,  and  just  a  lot  of  things. 
If  they  bring  them  to  me  I'll  wash  them  up  and  press 
them  and  put  them  in  boxes  and  we  take  them  up  there. 

Dunning:  Is  that  the  same  church  that  you've  been  involved  with 
since  you  moved  to  North  Richmond? 

Preston:  No.  I  used  to  be  involved  with  the  church  right  down 
there.  You  might  have  seen  a  church  right  down  there 
if  you  come  down  Third  Street.  You  turn  this  way,  but 
it's  a  little  church  down  there  on  the  corner, 
Massadonia  Baptist  Church.  I  belonged  to  that  for 
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Dunning: 


about  thirty-five  years.  I  left  there  because — I'm 
not  criticizing,  but  I  didn't  feel  like  they  were 
doing  anything  that  I  stood  for.  I  know  the  preacher 
gets  a  salary,  but  instead  of  them  getting  the  salary 
like  they  are  supposed  to,  I  don't  think  they  should 
get  everything.  I  think  you  should  give  it  to  the 
people  who  are  less  fortunate  than  we  are,  like  I'm 
doing  now  working  with  the  mission. 

Does  the  salary  of  the  pastor  usually  come  from  the 
congregation? 


Preston:  Yes.  I  know  I  have  a  daughter  who  is  a  minister. 
She's  got  a  church  in  Berkeley.  She's  a  Presbyterian. 

Dunning:   Really? 

Preston:  Yes.  I  have  a  daughter  who's  preaching.  She  went  to 
the  seminary  for  seven  years.  Her  salary  comes  from 
the  church,  I  think.  But  this  is  the  way  the  Baptist 
people  do.  We  raise  so  much  on  Sundays,  and  if  the 
pastor  has  a  salary — say  he  gets  $500  a  week — out  of 
what  they  raise  they  can  pay  him  a  salary.  The  church 
and  congregation  are  so  big  they  can  probably  raise 
$1000  or  $1500  a  week.  Then  they  pay  him  a  salary  out 
of  it. 


Then  we  have  so  many  different  auxiliaries  in  the 
church,  they  turn  over  money  every  month.  Like  the 
mission,  we'll  turn  over  when  we  raise  this  money — we 

meet  twice  a  month some  of  it  goes  to  the  Rescue 

Mission,  some  goes  overseas,  and  some  goes  to  the 
church.  And  then  the  Sunday  school  the  same  way. 
Then  the  BYPU,  the  choirs,  and  everything — 
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Dunning:   BYPU?  What  is  that? 

Preston:  That's  something  like  Sunday  school.  They  meet  in  the 
afternoon  at  the  church.  Baptist  Young  People's 
Union,  that's  what  that  stands  for,  but  it's  old  and 
young  who  go.  They  read  the  bible,  and  then  they 
discuss  the  bible,  and  they  have  bible  verses,  and 
it's  just  almost  like  Sunday  school.  You've  been  to 
Sunday  school? 

Well,  it's  practically  the  same  thing.  I  don't 
get  to  go  back  there  no  more.  Since  I  got  older  I 
don't  try  to  go  back  too  much.  I  like  to  rest  a 
little  bit  in  the  evening,  but  it's  really  nice. 

Dunning:   So  for  a  lot  of  people  it's  all  day  Sunday? 

Preston:  All  day  Sunday.  It  used  to  be  that  way  for  me.  Now, 
my  Sunday  school  starts  at  nine  o'clock  and  I'm  always 
there  five  or  ten  minutes  before  nine,  and  from  then 
on  until  it's  after  one  o'clock. 

Dunning:  Is  most  of  that  congregation  from  this  particular 
neighborhood? 

Preston:  No,  we've  got  members  from  Oakland,  Berkeley,  and  we 
have  some  members  from  San  Francisco.  It's  just 
whatever  church  you  want  to  belong  to.  Oh,  I'd  like 
to  invite  you  some  Sunday  if  you're  not  too  busy. 
Would  you  like  to  come? 


Dunning:   Well,  I  might,  yes. 
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Preston:  I'll  tell  you  what  now.  We're  starting  our  church's 
anniversary.  We're  starting  it  Sunday.  We're  going 
to  have  it  Sunday,  and  then  we  won't  have  anymore 
until  Thursday  night.  But  Sunday  is  the  last  day.  I 
sure  would  love  to  have  you  for  my  guest.  You  could 
come  Sunday  or  come  the  next  Sunday,  whatever  would  be 
convenient  for  you.  I  would  just  like  for  you  to  just 
sit  in  to  see.  Maybe  Jim  will  come. 

Dunning:   Did  you  raise  your  children  in  the  Baptist  church? 

Preston:  I  raised  them  up  in  the  Baptist  church.  But  I  think 
Jim  is  Catholic.  He  went  to  a  Catholic  College.  He 
went  to  Seattle  University.  Did  he  tell  you  that? 

Dunning:   No.   I  wasn't  sure  where  he  went  to  school. 


Preston:  He  went  to  school  for  four  years  to  Seattle 
University.  He  went  to  Los  Angeles  too,  for  a  while. 
Then  he  went  to  Tuskeega.  He's  been  all  around.  He 
told  you  about  his  going  to  Africa.  I  shouldn't  be 
telling  you  his  story.  He'll  tell  you  about  that  one. 

Dunning:   That  sounds  exciting.  What  about  the  other  children? 

Preston:  The  others  were  raised  up  in  the  Baptist.  Now  this 
little  boy,  Justin's  father,  he  went  to  Salesian 
Catholic  School.  And  my  baby  boy  went  to  a  Catholic 
school  from  high  school  and  graduated.  But  then  he 
went  to  community  college  down  in  Contra  Costa.  Then 
he  went  to  San  Francisco  State.  My  daughter,  the  baby 
girl,  she  went  to  San  Francisco  State.  She  got  both 
her  masters  there,  too.  But  Marie,  my  oldest 
daughter,  went  to  Berkeley.  And  the  one  that's 
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preaching  went  to  Cal.  They  got  their  bachelor's 
degrees  there.  They  all  went  to  different  colleges 
around.  But  now,  Jim  and  Bob  and  Ron  are  the  only 
ones  that  went  to  the  Catholics.  Linda  used  to  belong 
to  the  Catholic  church,  but  now  she's  Baptist. 

Dunning:   She's  back  to  Baptist? 

Preston:  She's  back  to  Baptist.  She  goes  to  church  with  me 
every  Sunday  with  her  little  ten-month-old  baby. 
Ophelia,  the  one  that's  preaching,  she's  a 
Presbyterian.  What  is  Marie?  Marie  goes  to  a  church 
in  Oakland.  She  likes  it,  but  it's  different  from 
mine.  But  I  love  Baptist. 

Dunning:  How  do  you  feel  about  all  the  differences  in  your 
family? 

Preston:  It's  perfectly  all  right  with  me,  just  so  they  go  to 
church.  I  love  for  them  to  go  to  church. 


Judith  K.  Dunning 

Interviewer/Editor  Regional  Oral  History  Office  since  1982. 
Specialty  in  community  and  labor  history. 

Project  Director,  "On  the  Waterfront:   An  Oral  History  of 
Richmond,  California." 

Previous  oral  history  projects:   Three  Generations  of  Italian 
Women  in  Boston's  North  End;  World  War  I  and  II  shipyard  workers 
at  the  Charlestown  Navy  Yard,  Boston;  and  Textile  mill  workers  in 
Lowell,  Massachusetts. 

Photography  exhibitions:   "Lowell:   A  Community  of  Workers," 
Lowell,  MA   1981-1984  (travelling). 

Fishermen  by  Trade:   On  San  Francisco  Bay  with  the  Ghio  Brothers" 
Richmond  Museum,  1988. 

Play:   "Boomtown"  based  on  the  oral  histories  of  shipyard 
workers,  produced  by  San  Francisco  Tale  Spinners  Theater,  1989. 

Member  Richmond  Arts  Commission,  1988-1990. 

Currently  adapting  Richmond  community  oral  histories  into  large 
print  books  for  California  adult  literacy  programs. 


•?'  6  3     3 


A)  5  5 


<73/  8 


